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A Ghostly Evening

by Mary D'Amour Peterson

A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens
sot propped in the crook of my knees as I
turned the final thumbworn page. The last
paragraph took only seconds as I predicted
the well-known ending. My mind sworn with
the TV image of Scrooge, and my body
quaked with joy at Scrooge's change of
heart. I set my head to rest on the couch pillow
and basked in the warmness brought to me by
Dickens ' novel. Soon the book slipped
between my legs and hit the seat cushion with
a "poof" as I faded into a deep sleep ...
I was awakened after what seemed like
forever by the whistle of our cuckoo clock at
the stroke of midnight. Yawning, I struggled
to stretch my stiff legs to the floor. In the
process, my book fel I off the couch with a dul I
thud. Startled, I whipped my head around to
see what caused the noise. In my reading light
I saw the book, and then I saw the white
Italian designer shoes with ton ankles closely
followed by high-waisted white cotton pants.
Tucked into the white pants was a lavender
sleeveless bootneck t-shirt with finely
contoured bronze arms. Raising my eyes
higher, I met with Christian Dior sunglasses
and windblown brown hair. This was all
topped with a graduation cap and a golden
tassle dangling off the left side.
"Don Johnson!" I screamed, as I threw my
greedy arms about his tanned shoulders.
"Don't be si I ly, Mary Peterson," he sternly
announced, "I am the Ghost of the Reading
Process." I focused my lovestruck eyes on this
gorgeous ghost and wondeced how he knew
my name.
"Come," he commanded, heading for the
front door. Dazed, I followed him. He took my
hand and we stepped through the solid oak
door and into his black Ferrari. I was fully

awake by this time and turned my attention
from his body to what he had to say. He knew I
wonted to be a teacher and claimed he was
toking me to learn about the reading process.
What this Ghost of the Reading Process had
to soy totally enthralled me. He talked about
the top-down process of reading. He spoke
about schemas, transactions, graph/phonics,
syntax, semantics and surface/ deep structure
in sentences.
We drove a little way down a live city
street, and he asked me if I knew what most
people thought reading was. I told him I had
never rea I ly thought about it. Before I knew it,
we slammed to a stop at the curb, and he
called to the Ferrari on overdressed, overly
made-up woman who was standing sleazily
on the corner. She switched to the car and
look us both over.
"Sorry baby, I work a lone," she spat. I
sunk low in my seat and wondered what this
handsome ghost really hod in mind.
"You've got it wrong," the Ghost of the
Reading Process assured her. "We wont you
to tel I us how you think people read."
"Oh ... thot's easy," she said, and swung
her right buttock over the edge of the
unrolled window. She put her finger on the
skin-tight label. "C-A-L-V-1-N K-L-E-1-N,
Calvin Klein. You look at each letter and put
them together to form words. These words
make up a name. Sometimes each word and
its individual meaning fit together to make
sentences or paragraphs, and from there
stories, articles, reports, and so on."
He thanked her, and we sped away. I told
him I couldn't believe he just asked a hooker
what the reading process was. He offered to
stop and get a second opinion, but I really
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sentence. It helps to organize and build
meaning from the transactions among words.
Thus, the psycholinguistic view of reading as
a top-down process differs from the bottom up view of most people . The use of syntax and·
semantics also show that reading is more of a
nonvisual process than a visual one, because
we are always predicting and checking our
predictions. Another reason it is more of a
nonvisual process is because we tend to read
chunks or phrases of words instead of one
word at a time . A lot of times we don't look at
the whole word, but just enough of it to know
what it is.
"I know this is a lot to absorb, Mary
Peterson, " he consoled me, " but it's something
I felt compelled to do as the Ghost of the
Reading Process. Do you understand all that
has been said? I want you to be the best
teacher you can be. If you don 't have any
questions, it is time for me to take you home. ''
" I understand everything . I found it all
fascinating, " I replied excitedly, my mind
working fast to devise a scheme to keep him
near me. "I have no questions, but do you
have to take me home now? " As if he knew
what I was thinking, ZOOM, I found myself
home alone before I could suggest anything
more or even thank him.
In bed at last, I turned my lusty mind from
all I had learned, back to the body of the
Ghost of the Reading Process. As I brought to
mind the image of his lips pressed against
mine, I heard the cuckoo whistle in the one
o'clock hour. The image was shattered when I
heard the heavy clinking of chains approach
my bedside. Steamily annoyed and a little
frightened, I focused in on a short, pudgy,
gray-haired man draped in thick chains.
"Dr. Curtiss, " I exclaimed as I took a
better look.
" It is I, Mary Peterson, " he nasally
droned, " The Ghost of Phonics Past. "
" But Dr. Curtiss, the chains ... ," I blurted,
as I leapt to free him!
"Mary dear, the chains cannot be
removed. These chains serve as my after-life
imprisonment. Each link represents a former
student upon whom I impressed my erroneous
view of phonics instruction. I am here to set
straight the error of my ways . Come with me
now.
I went with the Ghost of Phonics Past and
listened to what he had to say. He told me
reasons for discouraging phonics knowledge

refused, afraid of who he might choose .
However, I did break down and admit to him
that I thought what she said made sense.
He told me that most people viewed
reading as a bottom -up process (letters
combine to make words, which combine to
make phrases, which combine to make
sentences, paragraphs, and so on), but that it
was in fact a top-down process, the top-down
process is part of the psycholinguistic
definition of reading, which differs from what
the "person on the street " believes it is.
Psycholinguists believe that the mind and text
transact to bring meaning to the written
word. Each person uses his or her own
schema, personal experience and knowledge,
while reading. He used the example that if I
were reading an article on a ski resort, I
would bring to mind my knowledge on that
subject. This knowledge would help me to
predict certain words throughout the article .
Boyne Mountain has a total of fifteen ski __
with seven triple--·
I filled in the first blank with "runs " and the
second blank with "chairlifts. " The first blank
could have been "trails " or " bunnies, " and
the second blank "jumps " or any other plural
noun that made sense in the context. He told
me that the meaning of a sentence comes
about through transactions among words. It
does not come about by separately defined
meanings of words. That is, words work
together with one another to give meaning.
He explained that I was unconsciously using
grapho/phonics, syntax, semantics, surface
structure and deep structure to predict the
blanks. I use grapho/phonics, letters and
sound to sample a word . Syntax, grammar
and structure is used to alert me as to what
type of word is coming next (in this case two
nouns}: a noun, adjective, article or whatever.
Syntax is also used to confirm or correct
predictions. Semantics, meaning, is used to
help figure out what words would make sense
in a particular context and to confirm or
correct predictions, also. If I had used
"snows " for the first blank, the syntax would
be correct, but semantically the sentence
would not make sense. Surface structure ties
in with syntax, since it involved using word
endings and word order in a sentence. Deep
structure involves our personal feelings of the
underlying connection among words. All of
those things are used not only for prediction,
but to help us understand the whole
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without giving them direct instruction in
phonics rules.
The Ghost of Phonics Past explained that
there are simply too many rules to teach a
child, and that most of these rules are
inconsistent.
The example he used was:
if the only vowel stands at the end of a
word, the letter says its own name - for
example: rule works: me; rule doesn't
work: do.
This would probably prove to be confusing
and frustrating for a child, especially with so
many of the rules having exceptions. He also
told me that many of the phonics rules apply
to vowels. H_w_v_r, v_w_ls _r_ n_t
_ct_ _I ly n_c_ss_ry t_ _d_nt_fy w_rds,
___sp_c_ _I ly wh_n r _ _d _n c_nLxt. This
means that a lot of time is spent on teaching
unnecessary rules. That time could be used for
more productive learning. Children are also
found to have a hard time understanding the
abstract terms used in the rules (vowels,
consonants, dipthongs, consonant blends ... ,
etc.). I told him earlier that I had learned to
read by phonics. The Ghost of Phonics Past
asked me if when I came to a word I didn't
recognize, did I bring different rules to mind
that could apply in each situation?
"Why no," I replied. "I simply sound it out
as best I can. I don't spend time on the word,
and often skim over it. I couldn't remember
the rules if I wanted to." He told me that is just
what I should be doing. If a reader stopped to
consciously apply all of the different phonics
rules, the reader would tend to forget what he
or she had read before and lose meaning. He
explained that phonics doesn't teach one to
read for understanding. It teaches wordattack skills that focus on approaching one
word at a time as if in isolation. This is not an
effective reading strategy. In this way,
phonics is a bottom-up approach that goes
against what is known about the reading
process. He also asked me what were some
examples of my books' content. My examples:

The pig did a jig; Dan fanned the man; The
man in the van fanned Dan. At this point
the Ghost of Phonics Past chuckled and asked
what I thought of the book. Itold him that now
it seems very boring and almost nonsensical. He
explained that is was boring mostly because it
doesn't encourage the use of schemas or any
previous experience. He said that sometimes
beginning readers are insulted by thE:
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repet1t1on of words and sounds, and are
often turned off to reading because of it. Most
phonics texts do not seem to be written to
capture interest. Therefore, without interest
as a motivator, they are boring. He explained
that all of this downplay of phonics
instruction ties in with why psycholinguists
believe a word-centered approach, such as
phonics, is inappropriate. Phonics tends to
deal with word identification instead of
meaning. What is reading without meaning?
Can it be considered reading? I decided,
"No."
The Ghost of Phonics Past went on to say
that phonics knowledge is not useless. Rather,
it is necessary. He told me that the necessary
phonics knowledge could be taught without
using direct instruction in phonics rules. Some
ways to do this would be to have the children
work on sounding out words by putting
syllables together or bringing to mind similar
words that follow the same basic spelling
pattern. Examples he used:
bloat/gloat; dog/log/fog; neat/seat. This he
said was especially helpful and served for
little break in fluency and little loss of
meaning, because it is usually done quickly
without conscious effort. Another effective
way to teach phonics knowledge is to read
aloud to children while they follow along
silently. Exposure to the written word and
hearing it aloud serves as invaluable reading
practice. It can also make reading fun and
interesting.
"Mary, dear," he said. "You have listened
to me denounce phonics instruction, something
I devoted my whole lifetime to teaching. If
you have no questions, it is time I take you
home."
"I have learned a lot from you, Dr. Cur-err ... Ghost of Phonics Past. I want to thank
you and I want you to know that I admire your
strength in admitting your misconceptions
about phonics. The chains, will they ever
come off?" I asked sympathetically.
"No, Mary dear. A sin like mine can never
be forgiven."
Once again I found myself home alone.
At least I was able to thank this ghost before
he disappeared. I felt sorry for the guy, but
soon brought back to mind the Ghost of the
Reading Process. I ignored the cuckoo
whistling in the two o'clock hour as I found
myself back in Don Johnson's arms poised for
that first dreamt-up kiss. I could vividly picture
his face closing in on mine. ZAP!!! The room

I could see that all of Joe 's miscues made
sense in the context. He brought to mind
personal knowledge of the game and it
showed in his reading. He both added and
substituted words in the sentence. The
important thing is that his miscues did not
interfere with meaning. This is not to suggest
that correct identification of words is not
necessary. Correct identification is necessary
to the point that meaning is not changed or
lost. His miscues indicated that he relied on
preceding and following syntactic and
semantic cues. He did not attend so much to
grapho/phonic cues. He read smoothly and
fluently. Good readers ' miscues tend to make
sense in context.
The Ghost of Psycholinguistics went on to
explain that poor readers often do not pay
enough attention to syntactic and semantic
cues. Poor readers tend to pay too much
attention to grapho/phonic cues. Because of
poor readers' reliance on grapho/phonic
cues, they often come up with words that
aren 't words at all and words that don't make
sense in context. A poor reader, named Jeff,
read the same paragraph as Joe. This is his
reading of the same sentence.
Jeff read:
The player drove down cart (court) with
just seasons (seconds) left on the bard (board).
Jeff obviously was not using semantic cues,
because his miscues did not make sense. He
was paying some attention to syntactic cues
because he seemed to be substituting nouns
for nouns and keeping the plural endings. He
tried to sound words out and paid attention
to beginning and ending word letters. This
shows that he paid a lot of attention to
grapho/phonic cues. However, he lost the
essential meaning to grapho/phonic cues. In
contrast, Joe was able to bring meaning to
the text and get something out of it. It does
not appear that Jeff attempted to bring any
previous knowledge to what he read. He also
did not try to go back and make sense of it
once he finished. Jeff must learn to make
more use of context and to read for
understanding. Also, his reading of the
paragraph was not smooth, and he seemed to
read each word as if it stood alone. Such
analysis of miscues serves as a good way to
evaluate the proficiency of a reader.
The Ghost of Psycholinguistics explained
that the whole language approach to reading

filled with light and my dream was exposed.
Too scared to be steamily annoyed, I threw an
arm over my face to shield my eyes.
" Don't be frightened," said a familiar
female voice from the center of the light
source." It is I, the Ghost of Psycholinguistics."
My eyes focused in on a familiar fluorescent
figure dressed in a long, flowing, whitehooded, satin robe.
"Dr. Wells! What are you doing here?" I
screamed.
"Mary Peterson, see me now as the Ghost
of Psycholinguistics. I have come to take you
for a learning experience."
I went with my professor-by-day, ghostby-night visitor to hear what she had to say.
She floated me to a snug · room with a
fireplace and La-Z-Boy chairs, where we sat
facing one another. I didn't recognize the
room, yet I didn't remember going outdoors
to get anywhere.
"I'd I ike to start out by discussing miscues
typically made by good readers, and from
there to discussing miscues typically made by
poor readers. After that it wil I probably be a
good time for a break. Then I would like to
discuss the whole language approach to
reading. This is the 'better' reading approach
which the Ghost of Phonics Past referred to
earlier. Do you have any objections, or does
the schedule sound good?"
"You talk just like you do in class. The
schedule sounds great." I was beginning to
get comfortable around these ghosts.
"Good. And let me warn you, if I begin to
talk too much about my son, Joe, just let me
know."
The Ghost of Psycholinguistics explained
to me that good readers are able to use
context well. They don't have to rely a lot on
visual cues and grapho/phonic cues. Good
readers' miscues usually make sense in
context. They may unknowingly substitute a
word in the text for another one that also
makes sense in the context. Sometimes they
will leave out or add words with very little, if
any, change in meaning. She gave me an
example of a sentence with miscues that her
son Joe had made.
The sentence read:
The player drove down court with just
seconds left on the board.
Joe read it:
The basketball player dribbled down the
court with just seconds left on the clock.
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will help to make poor readers like Jeff
better. It is a meaning-centered approach, as
opposed to a word-identification approach
like phonics. It is a top-down approach that
goes along with what I learned earlier about
the reading process. The whole language
approach concentrates a deep structure in a
sentence, instead of just surface structure. It
concentrates on significant connections
among words. The reading process parallels
the language process in young children. The
reading process goes from whole to part just
as the language process does. Children are
exposed to oral language in complete
thoughts and sentences. Children do not hear
parents and others speaking just one letter or
one word at a time. So in reading, the child
should not learn words in isolation, but rather
in context. Children who have a lot of
exposure to the spoken language and who
are talked to frequently are given the best
opportunity to pick up on the spoken
language. Similarly, the child who is read to
and who gets written labels (food, appliances,
brand names) and signs (streets, posters)
pointed out to him or her has the best
opportunity to pick up on the written
language and reading. The speaking and
reading processes have much in common.
The Ghost of Psycholinguistics talked
about different methods for teaching the
whole language approach. One way is to
read aloud to children, or read aloud and
have them fol low along silently. Another way
is to have the book accompanied by a
cassette tape with different voices and sound
effects. Children can fol low along in the book
and will enjoy listening to the story, often to
the point of memorization. It is also helpful to
have children read to one another. Another
way is to have one child or the class dictate
the teacher a story (language experience).
Put the story on posterboard for al I to see and
read in a group or alone. Still another helpful
way is to have children write on their own.
Writing will give the child an opportunity to
practice and develop grapho/phonic
knowledge. This will give them practice in
manipulating words in correct sequence,
grammar and punctuation, not to mention
giving them a chance to express themselves.
However, emphasis on mechanics and spelling
should be handled slowly and be presented to
children as the child and his or her writing has

a need for it. Have children make up plays
and skits about stories they have read.Teach
them songs and rhymes orally, then have
them read them. These are all top-down
approaches that often deal with a child's own
schema . These are interesting and fun ways to
involve children in reading. This is often the
kind of instructional help that poor readers
need. More proficient readers will also
benefit from them. These methods all help to
enlarge the child's reading and writing
vocabulary. A child is more likely to learn
something he or she has taken an active part
in (writing, reading, listening, acting), than
something he or she is merely told. Whole
language is definitely more motivating than
teaching phonics rules.
"Well, Mary, if you have no questions, it is
time I take you home."
"I understand what you've been saying.
You ghosts are amazing. I hope you get paid
for this. I already feel like I'll be a better, more
prepared teacher after soaking all this up.
There's just one thing that's bothering me,
though."
"Yes?" she prompted.
"Am I gonna see you in class Tuesday, or
are you living some after-life or something?"
"I'll be there," she laughed.
"Before you go, do you think maybe you
could send the Ghost of the Reading Process
back to me?" I couldn't wait to see his fine self
again. "There are some things I" - - ZAP
- - . I was home alone for the third time that
evening.
"Wait! Don't go. I have to see him again.
Wait! Please ... "
Damn . I crawled into bed and brought
back to mind, for the third time, the Ghost of
the Reading Process. I saw his face again
closing in on mine as the cuckoo whistled in
the three o'clock hour ....

Mary D. Peterson is currently an
undergraduate at Western Michigan
University working on an English major,
Elementary Education minor and Math/Science (combined) minor. She will be
graduating from WMU in December, 1987,
with a Bachelor of Arts Degree.
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